the emergence of the Iconoclastic movement. The Iconoclast controversy and its ramifications for the whole of Byzantine society provide an important set of evidence that serves our purpose.
Iconoclasm was a time of heterodoxy par excellence, and almost every aspect of social division or historical discontinuity it created has already been investigated. With this in mind, I shall reconsider the evidence concerning two topics on which so much has been written that any further investigation would seem pointless at first sight. However, my aim is to show that if we consider these specific topics from another viewpoint, we can draw interesting conclusions with regard to identity. My first example will focus on belief, while the second refers to an aspect of what is commonly understood as 'women's history'.
I shall not attempt to relate everything that happened in the Byzantine Empire between 726 and 843 (i.e. the beginning and official end of Byzantine Iconoclasm), nor shall I evaluate in detail the various interpretations of the Iconoclast controversy. Nevertheless, a brief historical account of the period may be useful. 1 In the summer of 726 a tremendous submarine eruption occurred in the Aegean Sea, and was widely interpreted as a sign of divine displeasure towards the Christian Byzantine people.
Previous signs were no less ominous. By the first decade of the eighth century, the Arab advance into Asia Minor regained momentum. In 716-717 the Arabs besieged Constantinople and ten years later, the enemy was inside the walls of Nicaea. During the siege something remarkable happened: while priests and pious citizens prayed for heavenly help, one of the defenders of the city, an officer of the Byzantine army, smashed the icon of the Virgin, which was suspended from the walls of the city, and soon after the Arab army withdrew. In late 726 (or perhaps some four years later), 2 Leo III promulgated his famous edict by which icons of Christ and the saints were to be removed and denied veneration. However, the religious aspect of the public domain was no novelty. One has to bear in mind that from the early seventh century onward, the Church and especially the monasteries promoted steadfastly and successfully the public side of belief and worship. Icons of Christ and the Virgin were used as apotropaic signs in the walls of the cities, and all icons were officially venerated. which were refuted in detail by the Iconophile Patriarch Nicephorus. 20 In their surviving form, the Inquiries present no sustained argumentation; and this was most probably their original form as well -a kind of working paper to be submitted to the fathers of the Iconoclastic Council. Taken as a whole the Inquiries consider only two things as holy: the Eucharist given to mankind by God himself together with the ecclesiastical space consecrated by bishops, 21 and the cross, the sign of the true faith presented by God to the first Christian emperor, Constantine the Great. With regard to icons, the Iconoclastic discourse is categorical: no icon can claim holy status, because no icon has been sanctified by the blessing of a priest. 22 It is according to this exegetic framework that icons were to be deprived of their authority and replaced by the cross. 23 The Inquiries and the Definition adopted by the Iconoclastic Council set in motion a highly sophisticated discourse of refutation, especially concerning the theology of the icon. Basil of Caesarea, and considers the History as an appendix to Basil's liturgy. 25 However, the Basilean tradition seems to date only to the tenth century, whereas our text had already been translated in Latin during the 870s by Anastasius the Librarian. 26 Anastasius himself attributes the History, though with some reluctance, to Germanos, 27 In spite of its title, the Ecclesiastical History is not a history of the Church as an institution.
Germanos' purpose is to explain the liturgy, which he considers as the continuation of the divine history as taught in the Bible; the message of the salvation disclosed by the sacrifice of the Word, as performed during Eucharist, marks the fulfillment of divine historical time.
In developing his ideas Germanos proceeds according to a well defined scheme, which combines the detailed account of the ecclesiastical space, the officiants, and the gestures performed both by the clergy and the assembly during the prayer with their 'hidden', symbolic meaning. Thus, in a kind of preamble he explains the areas of the Church which are linked to the holy office, then he moves on to an enumeration of the garments of the clergy and of the sacred objects. The explanation/interpretation of the liturgy forms the core of the treatise, first with the liturgy of the Catechumens, then the liturgy proper: the Great Entrance, the conveyance of the holy objects to the altar, the sacrament and holy communion. 28 Throughout the text, Germanos insists on two issues: the fusion of the Old with the New Testament, and the cosmological symbolism of the cross. Icons are not mentioned in the text; their absence may be attributed to the structure of the text, a commentary on the liturgy, in which icons played no part. It is nevertheless noteworthy that one of the most important texts on Byzantine liturgy, in particular a text authored by a patriarch, praised for his adherence to icon worship, focuses on the scriptural model of history, the cross, and the Eucharist, 29 three topics that form the core of Iconoclastic theology.
HISTOREIN
Let's now return to the Christ-on-the-palace-gate episode, related by strongly Iconophile sources. 30 The story runs roughly as follows: in 726 or in 730, Leo III ordered the destruction of Christ's icon, an act that provoked a riot among the citizens of Constantinople. The rioters pulled down the ladder from which an emperor's agent was standing as he was destroying the icon. As a result, they were put to death. Their intact bodies were found in 869, were venerated as relics of martyrs, and the account of their martyrdom was included in the Acta Sanctorum and the official Synaxarium of the Great Church of Constantinople. Now, the episode is related by several sources, which differ in important details. I will focus only on one of them, namely the composition of the crowd of martyrs.
The earlier version of the gate-martyrdom is included in the Vita Stephani junioris, a martyr of the first Iconoclasm, and records the involvement of certain 'pious women', which in the contemporary historiography are substituted by a group of citizens of outstanding nobility and culture. The women appear also in another text, the forged letter of Pope Gregory II to Leo III, fabricated around the year 800. Women are definitively recorded in all texts dating from the tenth century on. What can we deduce from these accounts? How is the role of women to be interpreted?
The importance of women as champions of icons has often been underlined. 31 The key role of the empresses Irene and Theodora in the restoration of the cult of icons has been viewed accordingly as reflecting a collective female attitude: in the words of a leading Byzantinist, "during iconoclasm feminine weakness turned out to be more steadfast than masculine strength." 32 A
closer investigation of our evidence allows us, however, to question this axiomatic formulation.
All accounts of the Christ-on-the-gate incident are structured on the basis of contrasting pairs:
high-ranking officials versus soldiers of humble origin, educated people versus people with no education. Considered in this perspective, the female element stands as the first component of a third pair: weak women versus strong men. This binary opposite structure reminds one of the narrative strategies used in hagiography, a literary genre extensively exploited by the supporters of icon worship to propagate the martyr-like deeds of lconophiles. 33 Traditionally, women belong to the outcast groups, which allegedly gave their lives for the cause of the true faith -already in the early period of Christianity -and they stand in a privileged position in early hagiography.
Women reappear in the hagiography of the ninth and tenth century, but this time they serve different purposes and are invested with different features: they are the mothers and the faithful wives, who chose to dedicate their lives to God after the death of their personal torturers, their rude and ruthless husbands. 34 Their sainthood was discreet, exercised behind closed doors -no social convention was ever broken. The portraits of the empresses Irene and Theodora as depicted in historical writings and saints' lives follow this family-oriented pattern: they were pious and achieved sainthood by suffering patiently their husbands' deviations from the true faith. They had at last their fifteen minutes of saintly fame, when, widowed, they worked on the restoration of icons.
To what extent does this family pattern conform to the women-at-the-gate episode? The story is known only from Iconophile sources and family values are generally held to have been propounded by Iconophile milieus. However, the family and temperate women were praised as well in Iconoclastic legislation and Iconoclastic hagiography. 35 We may, then, deduce that positive perception of the female element is not a secure indicator for attributing texts to either of the groups in conflict.
Moreover 9 In fact, evidence shows that only a few Constantinopolitan monasteries suffered by Constantine's policy. 10 However, the formalised, bearded imperial portrait continued to be engraved on the monetary issues of The shaving of beards may be seen as the reaction against the monks' long beards, thus as the external feature of the struggle against monasticism; it constitutes also a lesser element of the revival of the Roman imperial tradition, on which the political theory of the Iconoclastic emperors relied.
11 The Constantinopolitan army, however, tried to dissolve the Synod by invading the Church of St Sophia.
In a remarkable show of force Irene overcame the difficulty by ordering the transfer of the rebel armies from
Constantinople to Asia Minor. On the monks during the Council, see Auzépy, La place des moines.
